





Thanks to Brian Spencer for linguistic proofreading!
 
Keywords
(en) learning setting, analysis, course design, pen-
tagon, (de) Lernumgebung, Analyse, Kursplanung, 
Fünfeck
SUMMARY
The model of the five-sided classroom was devel-
oped for, and has been used in, recent international 
basic courses on teaching in higher education as an 
instrument for the analysis of learning settings to be 
utilized prior to the planning of a concrete course. It 
suggests the learner(s), the teacher, the physical sur-
roundings, the institution, and society as main influ-
ential factors for the potential proceedings and effects 
of a learning arrangement. It is shown how the model 
has been embedded practically in the courses, with 
positive response by the participants. The experience 
shows evidence in favor of a systemic approach to 
didactics, including measures concerning the working 
conditions of teachers.
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INTEGRATED ANALYSIS OF LEARNING SETTINGS
1. CONTEXT OF CREATION AND 
UTILIZATION OF THE INSTRUMENT
The instrument presented here was first developed 
for the international version of the Basic Course for 
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (“Mod-
ule 1”) offered by Hochschuldidaktisches Zentrum 
Sachsen (HDS) in winter semester 2018/19. It was 
used again in the following cycle in winter semester 
2019/2020, as well as in three workshops within the 
bilateral co-operation project between HDS and the 
Ukrainian organization Vishe (“Higher”) on Teaching 
Excellence in Higher Education in Ukraine in 2019.
It is a model mainly designed for practical application 
by teachers in higher education in the stage of plan-
ning a specific course, but it can also be used as a 
tool of reflection of any other institutionalized learning 
setting.
After the presentation of the approach and the model 
itself in the following, the last two sections briefly re-
count the integration into the above-mentioned course 
structure and details the participants’ response.
2. APPROACH
Just as any meaningful scientific research design re-
quires a thorough prior consideration of the relevant 
given conditions, so too does any meaningful plan-
ning of a teaching process require thorough prior 
analysis of the given learning setting.1
The basic assumption is that learning always hap-
pens in a context, upon which it is highly dependent. 
Thus, the central question here is: What are the influ-
ential, or even determining, factors for what can ac-
tually happen in the classroom? What does the ‘suc-
cess’ of a specific learning setting depend on?
As a point of departure, it is interesting to look at ex-
isting models which can be utilized for analyzing a 
given learning setting.
First, the didactic triangle is a very old and simple 
model. Different versions of it can be found in differ-
ent sources for various uses and it is difficult to say 
which is the original one. Basically, it is used to ex-
plain the idea of didactics itself und thus does not aim 
concretely at a pre-design analysis. Nevertheless, it 
provides us with three important factors for under-
standing the correlation of conditions of a learning 
process: the learner, the teacher, and the content (or 
subject).
Second, the didactic mobile has the indisputable 
strength of clearly illustrating the interrelatedness of 
the main factors as well as the agility of a didactic 
1 cf. concepts like Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 
learner-centered teaching and research-oriented teaching
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arrangement. Developed by Jörg Knoll (2013), it orig-
inally names goals, content, group, instructor, meth-
ods, institution, and framework conditions as impor-
tant aspects for a teacher to be aware of.
where teaching and learning is supposed to take 
place. This can also be a virtual platform or a blended 
format. Again, the central question here is, this time 
a bit more simplified: What determines what will hap-
pen in this classroom?
The suggestion is to consider five main angles or 
pillars of this room as the frame for everything that 
could happen (and for preventing or suppressing oth-
er things from happening):
a) The learner(s)
In a learning- or learner-centered approach, the learn-
er is, of course, the most important pillar for the whole 
learning process because they are the one who is 
supposed to gain something.  They should perform or 
experience some kind of change in their potential and 
develop or improve some kind of competence. The 
whole process should be designed for them.
Of course, this learner does not come as a blank 
slate. They come with a complex personality, with 
specific experience, knowledge, capacities, and inter-
ests. And to make it all the more complex right in this 
first pillar: We (almost) never deal with THE learner, 
but with a heterogeneous GROUP of learners. These 
learners all come with individual personalities, with 
individual experience, with individual motivations and 
goals, with individual strengths and challenges, with 
possible health conditions, and with potentially differ-
ing daily moods.
Their participation, attention, dedication, performance 
and thus the results of the course activities will vary a 
lot due to the respective individual backgrounds. And 
additionally, we have to bear in mind that the group 
itself is a dynamic system with the members heavily 
influencing each other’s behavior and development.
In order to design any specific course adequately, it 
is recommended to find out as many information as 
possible about the prospective group of participants. 
Here are some relevant questions: What is the size 
of the group? How old are they? Which study pro-
gramme are they enrolled in? Which prior courses or 
activities have they taken? How much time have they 
already spent at a university? Which channels of com-
munication are they used to? Do they know each oth-
er? Which languages do they speak and understand? 
What is the gender ratio? Are there any students who 
need special assistance? What experience do other 
teachers have with this group? Is there a possibility to 
make any kind of group assessment before the start 
of the course?
b) The teacher/instructor
The ability and practice of professional self-reflection 
is by now a recognized requirement for teaching qual-
ification in higher education. In line with this, the sec-
ond pillar of the five-sided classroom suggests that 
teachers or instructors reflect upon their own back-
ground and in which ways this might have an impact 
on the course. Why do I offer this course? What is my 
motivation? What are my personal goals and relevant 
values? What are my specific competences for con-
ducting this course, content-wise and method-wise? 
What are my shortcomings or challenges? What kind 
of teacher am I? How much time do I have for the 
Fig. 1: ‘Didactic mobile’ by Jörg Knoll, translated by Karola Kunkel
3. SUGGESTION OF THE MODEL
In search of a more systemic perspective than the tri-
angle and a more systematic categorization than the 
mobile, the five-sided classroom was created.2
The basic idea is that a specific learning setting, such 
as a university course, can be imagined like a room 
2  The participants of the courses mentioned have expressed 
several other associations such as star, pentagon or diamond. These 
are considered equally appropriate, while the author prefers to em-
phasize the idea of a room or space which is determined by the given 
factors.
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preparation of this course? Which resources can sup-
port my work on this course and which obstacles do 
I face?
A learning setting changes completely with a differing 
instructor. That is why it is difficult to use exactly the 
same material, the same media or the same struc-
ture of course units as a colleague, even if both are 
teaching under the same programme with the same 
students.
c) The physical surroundings
The relevance of physical surroundings is often over-
looked or underestimated. It covers a broad range of 
material and immaterial conditions and resources, 
which can have an effect on the feasibility of specific 
activities as well as on the abilities of the learners and 
the degree to which they participate.
It makes a big difference if a seminar room is spacious 
or tiny, if there are fixed rows of folding seats or mov-
able chairs and tables, if a lecture takes place at 9 am 
or 5 pm, if it is a cold, dark winter day or a sweltering 
summer day, if a session takes place in the busy main 
building in the city center or in a quiet more remote 
location. It also matters if there is a blackboard, a dig-
ital board, pin-boards, facilitation material, computers, 
laboratory equipment or not. For online and blended 
learning, corresponding issues can be raised.
So, before starting to plan a course, teachers are en-
couraged to identify the physical surroundings and 
their possible effects and uses to the course as well 
as options of their alteration.
d) The institution
The institutional aspect refers to any conditions set 
implicitly or explicitly by the university, the faculty or 
the department. What does the curriculum prescribe 
for your course? What are the intended learning out-
comes, contents, and requirements for examinations? 
What are expected standards for the way classes are 
conducted? Which resources are available? How is 
the general communication and working culture? 
Which roles do teachers and students usually have? 
Who decides on what? What are the power struc-
tures? And in which way does all this influence what 
happens in a specific course?
e) The society
The importance of the societal dimension is often less 
obvious for the concrete planning of a course. It is 
rather abstract and only considered marginally within 
other models. It constitutes basic norms: Which lan-
guage is spoken? What is considered appropriate be-
havior? What is attributed to people assigned to spe-
cific groups along criteria like gender, age, (dis-)ability 
and appearance? Which power relations are we used 
to? How could this affect the course?
This aspect becomes more apparent in times of ex-
traordinary social or political occurrences, such as the 
recent societal upheavals and health crises.
As indicated in the graphic, of course, the five as-
pects are interdependent and can be combined for 
the analysis, for example: Do the learners and the 
teacher have any common experience, such as from 
a previous course? How do the individual learners 
master the use of the given technical devices? What 
is the position of the teacher within the institution? 
What does society demand of universities? What is 
the image of university teachers and students in soci-
ety and how are they supported? What expectations 
and needs do students from different countries with 
different educational backgrounds have?
Compared to the didactic triangle and didactic mobile, 
a few differences can be pointed out in this model: 
The content/subject, the goals, and the methods are 
less prominent.
According to the five-sided classroom concept, the 
goals (or intended learning outcomes), which are 
often regarded as the elementary starting point for 
didactic planning, are not to be defined, but rather 
Fig. 2: Five-sided classroom by Karola Kunkel 
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identified. It is assumed that the different actors do 
have different, complementary, or possibly even con-
tradictory goals, which in turn do not diminish their 
relevance to the learning process, but rather may em-
phasize the necessity for their consideration.
Similarly, the content/subject, in a constructivist ap-
proach cannot stand for itself, but is created, ex-
plored, and defined individually (but not independent-
ly) by the different actors.
The application and meaningfulness of didactic meth-
ods depend heavily on the teacher’s competences, 
the needs of the group of learners, and the practical 
feasibility in the given physical conditions.
4. INTEGRATION OF THE MODEL INTO 
THE COURSE STRUCTURE
The five-sided classroom model was introduced in all 
of the five courses as a first step before dealing with 
the process of actual course design. After a short ra-
tionale and explanation of the model, the participants 
were asked to choose 2 aspects and elaborate on 
them individually. This was either done as an individu-
al homework assignment to be submitted online, or as 
an individual reflection directly in the course followed 
by a partner exchange. To facilitate the reflection, the 
participants were given the following additional ques-
tions:
 › What do you know about these aspects?
 › What do you assume?
 › What do you not know?
 › How do the two aspects correlate with each other?
 › What kind of communication is needed due to 
these aspects?
 › What kind of methods are appropriate due to these 
aspects?
 › What should be avoided?
 › What if you consider the 3 other aspects as well?
In the proceedings of the courses, the five-sided 
classroom proved to be a useful frame of reference 
to work more intensively on its single aspects and to 
structure discussions on more specific challenges, 
such as group processes, student diversity, teaching 
concepts, student motivation, and resources for sup-
porting the teaching and learning efforts.
5. PARTICIPANTS’ RESPONSE
The general feedback on the model was exclusive-
ly positive. Participants valued it as very catchy and 
helpful and referred to it several times. Many testified 
that it had raised issues which they had never paid 
particular attention to, for example the room layout 
and sitting positions of the students.
The written exercise showed very different levels of 
depth of reflection. In some cases, the main pillars 
and their listed sub-aspects were worked off rather 
superficially. In others, really fundamental questions 
and observations were raised, such as the ethics of 
scientific experiments.
The oral discussion on the model was always very 
fruitful. A widening of the teachers’ perspectives could 
clearly be observed. Many of them felt relief from the 
usual stress, they saw: I am not the only one respon-
sible for what happens in the course, it does not all 
depend on me. And at the same time there was a cer-
tain boost in motivation: I am an important agent, I 
have a set of options.
The five-sided classroom also helped in understand-
ing and naming conflicts in the working environment. 
Teachers spoke about their working conditions and in 
which ways these influence their didactical autonomy, 
and thus the quality of their work.
These discussions and sharing of experiences cre-
ated very passionate and empowering moments. It 
became very clear that a didactical approach should 
not be reduced to the micro-level of direct interaction 
between learner(s) and teacher. This means that in 
order to improve and assure teaching excellence in 
universities, measures need to be taken in an inte-
grated way, that didactical training has to go hand in 
hand with the tackling of conflicts on the institutional 
and societal level, and that this necessity is the con-
cern of all actors.
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